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Skeleton Weed 
—The 1974 Narembeen Campaign 
by C. R. Chambers 
Skeleton weed took an alarming, 
historic turn in Western Australia 
at the 1974 New Year. 
After a decade of an almost com-
placent pattern—control of one or 
two small outbreaks annually by 
the Agriculture Protection Board— 
general alarm erupted with the dis-
covery of big areas at Pithara and 
mainly Narembeen. 
On December 10, 1973, an out-
break was found at Pithara, with 
plants as high as a metre occurring 
over 20 hectares. It was a bigger 
area than any previous outbreak but 
the plants had not seeded. A.P.B. 
officers found it while making a 
routine search around a two-hectare 
skeleton weed site which had been 
found and treated the year before. 
Twelve A.P.B. men handled the 
Pithara situation and it seems that 
the treat-and-watch pattern would 
have continued in W.A. but for 
the Narembeen discovery two days 
after Christmas. 
On that day skeleton weed was 
reported to the Shire office and then 
to the Department of Agriculture, 
Merredin. It came from a freshly-
harvested wheat paddock 16 kilo-
metres east of Narembeen and was 
an extensive outbreak with plants 
found over 75 hectares of a 125 
hectare paddock and on 15 hectares 
of an adjoining paddock belonging 
to another farmer. 
A.P.B. men lined up at the 
western paddock boundary and 
worked eastward, hand-pulling 
skeleton weed plants. They actu-
ally pulled 30 superphosphate bags 
of plants before reaching the central 
body of infestation—10 hectares of 
heavy infestation including a sixth 
of a hectare where plants were 
dense. 
The plants had not seeded but 
were about to. There was no 
chance of hand-pulling all plants 
before seeding started so the 10 
hectares were burnt as a last resort 
—an extreme emergency measure. 
Fuel oil was sprayed to encour-
age a good burn and the seed 
spread was thwarted. But this burn 
bore out the principle that burning 
is a last-ditch stand because burn-
ing stimulates the re-growth of 
perennial plants. Three weeks 
after the burn some of the plants 
had shot new green growth as high 
as 250 mm and this had happened 
without any rain to provide mois-
ture. 
A.P.B. men brought to the area 
increased from 12 to 23 by Janu-
ary 4, the day of the burn, and to 
40 by January 8. They continued 
the normal procedure for outbreaks 
—walking abreast through pad-
docks and pegging and spraying 
the site of each plant or group of 
plants with a residual herbicide. 
After covering the first two pad-
docks, 125 and 100 hectares re-
spectively, they searched adjoining 
paddocks and found more plants 
relatively close and to the south on 
the property of the second farmer. 
Meanwhile more plants had been 
reported on another property 13.6 
kilometres south of the original out-
break. This find of 30 plants scat-
tered over 12 to 15 hectares caused 
a wide extension of the search area. 
This bigger area was covered 
without new finds and was almost 
completed when on January 24 the 
weed was found 7.2 kilometres west 
of the central occurrence. It was 
a few plants on another property 
of the second farmer. 
The weed had now been found 
in two directions away from the 
main stand and the new discovery 
forced an extension of the search 
northward. 
Two days later a few plants were 
found southward but within the 
known "infestation zone". 
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The big change in the situation 
came a few days later on February 
2 when a farmer found the weed 
in a barley crop 24 kilometres east-
south-east of the central outbreak. 
He stopped harvesting immediately 
and later voluntarily burnt the 
barley he had already taken off. 
Now there was a skeleton weed 
zone 32 kilometres wide and 16 
kilometres deep—approaching the 
size of the Perth Metropolitan Area. 
Weed had been found on three sides 
of the big, central infestation and 
three more occurrences were found 
within the infested zone by Feb-
ruary 18. 
The whole outlook and the whole 
campaign changed. It was beyond 
the resources of the Agriculture 
Protection Board to continue a 
search and destroy operation de-
manding more and more manpower. 
A conference of senior Board 
officers at South Perth quickly re-
planned the operation. A.P.B. men 
stopped walking paddocks and 
started visiting more than 2 000 
farms in 11 shires adjoining Narem-
been. 
They interviewed farmers and 
asked them to search their proper-
ties for skeleton weed. 
The operation was administered 
from temporary headquarters in the 
board room of the Narembeen 
Shire and accurate tallies of proper-
ties visited and of non-attendance 
were kept. 
With the position worsened and 
only about three weeks left to 
effectively detect skeleton weed, 
Narembeen farmers acted. On 
February 6, a public meeting of 
221 people elected a committee of 
eight with an appointed A.P.B. 
member. This farmer action com-
mittee met the next night and the 
following day it had more than 80 
men searching paddocks. They 
found seven plants that day. 
Farmer volunteers continued 
searching paddocks in the infested 
zone until March 1 and found 
about 70 plants altogether. 
The active field campaign ended 
then, as skeleton weed plants, hav-
ing lost their green colour, would 
have been difficult to detect in 
stubble or pasture paddocks. 
No skeleton weed was located 
outside the infested zone and the 
campaign ended in a creditable 
state of seige; the known infested 
zone is plotted, local farmers and 
the A.P.B. are ready for Narem-
been in a big way next summer and 
—above these—the W.A. farming 
community is acutely aware of the 
threat of skeleton weed. 
In all, A.P.B. men and farmers 
searched 46 506 hectares in the 
campaign. The A.P.B. staff reached 
a peak force of 47 and were 
brought from as far as Esperance, 
Geraldton, Kalgoorlie and Bunbury. 
Some were recalled from leave to 
help in the campaign. 
Board resources were heavily 
strained and it was heartening that 
353 farmer volunteers came from 
Mukinbudin, Narembeen, Hyden, 
Kellerberrin, Kondinin, Lake Grace, 
Corrigin, Bruce Rock and Kulin. 
Important considerations emerged 
from the publicity, discussion and 
some controversy that arose. 
Board and farmer concern 
Senior Board officers saw the need 
for much bigger resources to handle 
outbreaks of this size and are em-
phatic that farmer participation will 
be essential in all future efforts. 
Weeds are the legal responsibility 
of the land-owner on whose pro-
perty they grow but there is a 
much wider community responsi-
bility requiring farmers to unite 
against a common threat with the 
willingness that was displayed at 
Narembeen. 
The Board will field a bigger 
force next season and move in early 
to operate comprehensive and de-
tailed arrangements which began 
taking shape last February. 
The Narembeen outbreak threw 
a heavy strain on A.P.B. resources. 
Traditionally, mid-summer is a time 
for many officers to take annual 
leave. In 1974-75 leave will be 
restricted during December and 
January—skeleton weed will have 
priority. 
Field officers with land-rovers, 
caravan accommodation and two-
way radio can be quickly and easily 
mobilised and last summer some 
spent six weeks straight at Narem-
been before returning to their dis-
tricts. 
It meant that normal vermin and 
weed control work had to be post-
poned in many shires and it left 
the total force of trained weed 
control officers very depleted. If 
skeleton weed had turned up in a 
big way somewhere else in the 
wheatbelt there would have been 
no way of coping with it. 
Recognition 
From the Narembeen experience it 
became apparent that one of the 
greatest needs was some way of 
helping farmers recognise the weed. 
Illustrations—even the best colour 
photographs—did not seem suc-
cessful. 
So a great deal of effort was put 
into having an accurate model of 
a skeleton weed plant produced to 
show farmers. A number of these 
models will be in circulation before 
next season. 
After Narembeen, people from 
many parts of the agricultural areas 
and the metropolitan area reported 
suspect plants—some of them 
nothing like skeleton weed. This 
enthusiasm was welcome and 
though no skeleton weed was found 
it meant that possibilities were not 
being overlooked. 
The need for some aid to recog-
nition was emphasised by an ex-
perience late in the campaign. A 
farmer, who had recently seen a 
colour film about skeleton weed, 
looked in his copy of "Weeds of 
Western Australia" at the picture of 
skeleton weed. He went out into 
his paddocks, picked some plants, 
compared them with the skeleton 
weed picture in the book and then 
drove into town with his specimens 
to report them. They were prickly 
lettuce. 
Within a fortnight of the ending 
of the search at Narembeen, the 
Board began a skeleton weed ex-
tension campaign, with film and 
discussion evenings in major coun-
try centres. 
By next harvesting season the 
publicity and recognition campaign 
should have reached all wheatbelt 
farmers. 
Weed can be beaten 
The Narembeen campaign ended 
with the firm conviction that the 
weed can be beaten in W.A. 
Skeleton weed is viewed with 
the greatest concern by former 
Eastern States men now farming in 
W.A. who know the serious nature 
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of the weed and urge all persons 
on the land to combat it. Such 
men were active in the Narembeen 
volunteer effort. 
Skeleton weed will grow in rain-
fall from 225 to 1 500 mm and can 
rob cereal crops of moisture and 
nutrients sufficient to cut yields by 
half. The tough, wiry stalks will 
stop harvesting machinery and 
general infestation could raise pro-
duction costs for much-reduced 
yields. But in spite of these grim 
possibilities there are some factors 
in the industry's favour. 
Outbreaks which are not too ex-
tensive can be stamped out. We 
have the advantage of modern 
chemicals and we realise the danger 
cf the weed—these two aspects 
were lacking when the weed started 
its major spread throughout the 
Eastern States. 
Several of the earlier outbreaks 
in W.A. have been eradicated. The 
sites were quarantined, pegged and 
sprayed in the year the weed was 
discovered; re-growth or progeny 
were found and sprayed in the 
second year and after that no more 
plants have been found on annual 
inspection. Similar eradication suc-
cess can eventually be expected at 
all sites. 
Skeleton weed can be propagated 
either by seed or by root fragments. 
If infested areas of paddocks are 
not worked and the soil is sprayed 
with a sterilant, spread by root 
fragment can be controlled. 
If outbreaks can be found before 
seeding occurs, the risk of spread 
is obviously much reduced. But 
two other characteristics of the seed 
are most encouraging. 
If the seed does not germinate in 
the year it is shed, it usually loses 
its viability and does not germinate 
afterwards; much of the seed shed 
from plants early in the seeding 
period has a low ability to germin-
ate. 
On the balance of all factors, 
there is every reason to believe that 
the weed can be prevented from 
becoming established in Western 
Australia. 
The Board has a clear viewpoint 
on three particular aspects: 
• A suggestion that the weed "will 
not grow as readily here as in 
the Eastern States". We should 
not wait to find out, says the 
Board. Narembeen has shown 
that it will grow more than 
strongly enough. No skeleton 
weed at all should be the ob-
jective. 
• The misconception that "skeleton 
weed is a useful summer feed for 
stock in the Eastern States". 
This is the "surrender" viewpoint 
—after the weed has already got 
too thick to eradicate. In many 
such places in the Eastern States 
—where skeleton weed is a 
"summer feed"—farmers have 
had to abandon cereal cropping. 
It would be a calamity to have 
to do so in the W.A. wheatbelt. 
• Biological controls are being de-
veloped. Again this is the sur-
render viewpoint. When infesta-
tions are thick enough for bio-
logical control they are generally 
beyond eradication. Let us think 
first of having no skeleton weed 
at all. 
Entry 
Each outbreak arouses natural but 
unproductive speculation about how 
the weed reached the site. At 
Kwinana there was a reasonable 
indication of the method of entry. 
Industrial piping from the Eastern 
States had been packed in straw 
which probably contained the weed 
seed. 
Elsewhere there has been no firm 
clue about the source of infestation. 
One interesting possibility is that all 
W.A. outbreaks have their origins 
in the early and mid-1960's—at a 
time when many Eastern States 
farmers were visiting us to see our 
rapidly expanding agricultural de-
velopment. If their vehicles actually 
brought the seed we can be 
heartened that this traffic has very 
much diminished. 
What is important is that the 
seed is tiny and could be introduced 
inadvertently by vehicles, clothing, 
stock, goods or aircraft. Farmers 
buying Eastern States agricultural 
seed privately are required to have 
it inspected by the Department of 
Agriculture before it is sown or sold 
and it is obvious that this is a 
necessary safeguard against the 
accidental introduction of skeleton 
weed seed. 
There is Government inspection 
of imported stock and farm produce 
at Kalgoorlie and Norseman and 
while this is another form of safe-
guard it can never be expected to 
fully exclude the possibility of a 
few seeds entering W.A., perhaps 
in dirt on a vehicle. 
With improved highways, more 
and more vehicles are moving in 
and out of W.A. and the risk of 
weed seed introduction cannot be 
eliminated entirely. 
The ultimate safeguard is a close 
watch on all farm paddocks. 
Commendation 
Because the Narembeen campaign 
involved only a small section of 
the community in one part of the 
State—and little human drama—its 
importance did not fully register on 
many people. The general popula-
tion will not be easily aroused by 
a weed which is no concern of theirs 
and is not even poisonous. 
But all those in any way involved 
—including farmers from outside 
Narembeen—recognise that the 
Narembeen campaign was a formid-
able task and will agree with the 
motion passed at the February 18 
meeting of the Agriculture Protec-
tion Board: 
"That Mr. Tomlinson (Chief 
Executive Officer) convey to the 
Agriculture Protection Board staff 
and other officers involved in the 
Narembeen campaign the Board's 
commendation for their zeal and 
efficiency." 
From Doodlakine Branch of the 
Farmers' Union of W.A. came 
"I was instructed to write . . . 
commending your Board, and es-
pecially its field officers, for the 
prompt and diligent response to the 
latest outbreaks of skeleton weed. 
". . . our area is some 50 miles 
from the Narembeen infestation and 
our members were impressed by the 
fact that field officers have already 
visited all farms in our area, to 
inform farmers of the facts and to 
urge them to conduct thorough in-
spections of their own properties. 
"Please convey our sentiments to 
your staff at an appropriate time." 
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